Role of the gut in the course of severe acute pancreatitis.
The pathogenesis of acute pancreatitis remains elusive. Sepsis and multiple organ failure continue to cause death (overall mortality rate, approximately 10%) despite immense improvements in supportive, radiologic, and surgical therapy. The gut appears to play a key role in the development of these complications. To critically review the evidence implicating the gut in the pathogenesis of acute pancreatitis. Relevant English-language literature or abstracts cited in the MEDLINE database were reviewed. Gram-negative enteric organisms account for most infections of pancreatic necrosis and subsequent sepsis, which suggests the gut as a source. Intestinal permeability is increased early in patients with severe acute pancreatitis and correlates with endotoxemia, which suggests translocation as a possible mechanism. The pathogenesis of the deranged function of the gut mucosal barrier and the possible sites of increase in intestinal permeability are discussed. The gut also plays a role in priming neutrophils and the release of inflammatory cytokines, which initiate and propagate nearly all the detrimental consequences of severe inflammation and sepsis. Future research avenues and potential therapeutic measures that may restore and preserve gut barrier function are explored.